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Attorney Docket No.: 0203 75-043 800US 
AC IlVATING TELEPHONE-BASED SERVICES USINGAPOS DEVICE 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0001 J The present invention relates generally to telephone-based services. The present 
5 invention relates more particularly to activating pre-paid telephone-based services via a 
point-of-sale device. 

(0002] Telephone-based services have beoome ubiquitous in present society. One merely 
need watch a few minutes of late night television before being confronted with an 
advertisement for some type of telephone service, many of which such services are delivered 
10 by a telephone response unit (TRU), either interactive, automated, or live agent- Such 
services typically cost money. 

[0003J Paying for telephone-based services can be difficult. Typical ly, a customer must 
provide a credit card each time he accesses such a system. This is often time consuming. 
Moreover, some individuals are uncomfortable providing such information over the phone. 
15 Further still, the merchant discount rate (interchange) charged to the merchant uf the service 
is significantly higher for a "card not present" transaction over the telephone than if the credit 
card is present to purchase the service at a point-of-sale (POS). Thus, systems and methods 
are needed for simplifying the process of accessing telephone-based services. 



20 BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0004] Embodiments of the invention thus provide a method of providing telephone 
response unit (TRU)-bascd services. The method includes receiving from a point-of-sale 
(POS) device a request at a host computer system to activate TRU-based services. The 
request includes an identifier that indicates the specific TRU-based services to be activated. 

25 The method also includes confirming the availability of the specific TRU-hased services to 
be activated and storing at the host computer system information that indicates the services 
are activated. The method also includes returning a message to the POS that indicates that 
the TRU-based services have been activated. 

[0005] fa some embodiments the TRT I-based services may include Interact! ve Voice 
30 Response (IVR) services . ' f he TRT J-based services may include automated response unit 
(ARU) services. Returning a message to the POS that indicates dial the TRU-based services 



MAP, 24. 2005 3:21PM TOWNSCHD & TOWNSCND NO. 3025 P. 0 



10 



15 



20 



25 



30 



PUS RealtimemaybcwittoaboutS^onds. The method may include receiving a request 
from a TRU to provide an activation status of specific TRU-based services, searching stored 
information for the activation status of the specific TRU-nased services, and rotunnng 
information that indicates the activation status of the specific TRU-based semccs. The 
m ethod may include mamtaining a record reflective of an account balance of a customer 
relating to the specific TRU-based services. The identifier that indicates the specific TRU- 
based services to be activated may be urnque, as to the TRU-based services, to a particular 
customer. Returning a message to the POS device that indicates that the TRU-based senaces 
have been activated may iclude returning an identifier that is unique to a particular customer. 
Receiving the request from the POS device to activate TRU-based services may include 
payment inform ation relating to the TRU-based services. The identifier that indicates the 

TRU-based services to be activated. The TRU-based services may be selected from the 
group consisting of voice messaging, horoscopes, wagering, general advice, correspondence 
classes, and books on tape via cell phone. 

lfl 006] In some embodiments a method of activating telephone response unit (TRU>based 
services includes entering information into a points (POS) device. The information 
include, an identifier of TRU-based services to be activated. The TRU-based servrces 
includes prerecorded information. The method also includes transmitting from the POS 
deviceamessage toahost computer system. The message includes a request to activate the 
TRU-based services. The method also includes receiving a message from the host computer 
system that the TRU-based services are active. Receiving a message from.the host computer 
system that the TRU-based services are active may occur in real time with respect to 
transmitting from the POS device the message to the host computer system, fcntering 
informal into the POS may include using a reader associated with the POS to read 
information from aTRUW services access card. The card may include a selection fiom 
the group consisting of a card with a magnetic stripe, aradio frequency identification card, a 
smart card, a Stored value card, a smart chip card, and a bar-coded card. 
HM17J msuuofoer embodiments^^ 

nased services includes, at a TRU, receiving arequest from a customer to access TRU-based 
services, transmitting from the TRU to a host computer system a request to prov.de an 
activation status of TRU-based services relating to the customer, receiving a response from 
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the host computer system, and using the response to determine whether to allow the customer 
to access the TRU-bawl services. 

[0008J in a specific embodiment, a method of providing interactive voice response (TVR) 
services includes receiving an IVR access number from an IVR access card via a reader 
5 associated with a point-of-sale (POS) device and sending the IVR access numb* to a host 
computer system for validation. The method also includes, at the host computer system, 
validating the IVR access number by searching for an activation status of the IVR access 
number and, in real time, activating the IVR access number by storing infonnaUon that 
indicates mat the number is active. The method also includes receiving at the host computer 
10 system from an IVR system a request to confirm the activation status of the IVR access 
number and searching for stored information relating to the activation status of the access 
number. The method also includes returning from the host computer system to the IVR 
system information that relates to the activation status of the IVR access number and 
maintaining an account balance relating to die IVR services. 
15 {00091 In other embodiments, a system foi providing telephone response unit (TRU)-based 
services includes a point-of-sale (POS) device configured to receive a TRU-based services 
access number and transmit a request to activate the TRU based services access number to a 
host computer system. The system also includes the host computer system. The host 
computer system is programmed to validate the TRU-based services access number by 
20 searching for an activation status of the TRU-based services access number and activating the 
TRU-based services aceess number by storing information that indicates that the number xs 
active. The host computer system is also programmed to receive from a TRU a request to 
confirm the activation status of the TRU-based services access number, search for stored 
information relating to the activation status of the access number, return to the TRU 
25 information that relates to the activation status of the TRU-based services access number, and 
maintain a record reflective of an account balance of the customer. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF TIIE DRAWINGS 
(00101 A further understanding of the nature and advantages of the present invention may 
30 be realized by reference to the remaining portions of the specification and the drawings 
wherein like reference numerals at e used throughout the several drawings to refer to similar 
components. Further, various components of the same type may be distinguished by 
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following the reference label by a dash and a second label that distinguishes among the 
similar components. If only the first reference label is used in the specification, the 
description is applicable to any one of the similar components havine the same first reference 
label irrespective of the second reference label. 

5 10011) Fig. I illustrates a method of activating TRU-based services according lo 
embodiments of the invention. 

{0012] frig. 1 illustrates a method of providing TRU-based services according lo 
embodiments; of the invention. 

[O013J Fig. "< i llustrates a system for providing TRU-based services according lo 
1 0 embodiments of the invention. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
10014] According to embodiments of the invention, a customer purchases a telephone- 
based service access card from a merchant, and the merchant uses a Point-of-Sale (POS) 
1 5 device lo activate the card or other presentation instrument, which may be a virtual 

insu-umcnt (e.g., merely an account number). Thereafter, when the customer uses the card to 
access the service, the system providing the service contacts a host computer to confirm the 
validity of the eard before tendering the service to the customer. In some embodiments, the 
service is available immediately upon activation or very shortly thereafter. 

20 [0015] Often, telephone-based services are delivered using an interactive voice response 
system (IVR), automated response unit (ARU), or live operator. Herein, 'telephone response 
unit" (or M TRU") will be understood to mean any system that a user accesses electronically 
that provides commands and options in human voice, thus encompassing all of the 
aforementioned, and TRU-based services will be used to refer to die service provided thcrby. 

25 TRUs. according to embodiments of ihc present invention, may be accessed by telephone, 
computer, personal digital assistant (PDA), two-way pager, interactive television, and the 
like. The human voice may be pre-recorded human voice, real-time human voice, computer- 
generated vuice, actual human voice, and the like. Examples of TRU services include voice 
messaging, horoscopes, wagering, general advice, correspondence classes, books on tape via 

30 cell phone or other personal computer, and the like. Embodiments of the present invention 
will be described with reepect to a TRU system, although it will be understood that a 



4 



3Q 



" MAR. 24. 2005" 3:22PM TOWNSCND & TOWNSCND NO. 3025 P. 11 

Q. 
O 

^ telephone system is not essential to the present invention. As will be understood by those 

$ ' skilled in the art, other devices may be used to access the services described herein. 

8 10016] Herein, POS device will be understood to mean any device for receiving data at a 

5 point-of-sale and using the data in electronic interactions with a host computer system. The 

3* 5 pas device may be at a "store front" merchant location where the customer is physically 
i- present for the transaction. The POS device also may be at a catalog sales or ecommerce 

(S location that the customer contacts via phone, computer, or the like. A POS device may 

receive information from a telephone-base* services card in any of a number of ways. The 
card may be interfaced to a reader associated with a POS device, which may be a magnetic 

io ^t^**^^*^^**^ 1 ™"*^ The? ° S 

may receive information via a keypad, much screen, voice reader, or the like. Many other 
examples arepossible. Exemplary POS devices are more fully described in U.S. Patent No. 
6,547,132, the entirety of which is incorporated herein by reference for all purposes. 
(0017) Attention is dieted to Fig. 1, which illustrates a first method 100 of activating a 
15 TRU-based services access card according to an embodiment of the invention. At block 102. 
a customer presents aTRU-based services access card to a merchant for purchase and 
activation. The card may be any type of instrument that represents the service provided by 

(RfTD) card, a smart chip card, a bar-coded card, and the like. The card may be used to 
access a specific TRU-based service or may be used to access several different TRU-based 



20 

services 



(0018) In one embodiment, the "card" comprises a receipt that the customer receives at the 
conclusion of the transaction. The receipt has access information mat the customer then may 
use to obtain the TRU-based services. In some embodiments, the customer may be g,ven the 
25 access information verbally or electronically, in which case no physical medium is involved. 
Thus, in some examples, presenting a TRU-based services access card to a merchant for 
purchase and activation comprises simply requesting such a transaction from the merchant 
without physically presenting anything lo the merchant. 

[00191 In another embodiment, presenting a TRU-based services card to a merchant for 
30 purchase and activate comprises making a selection from an ecommerce merchant (eg., 
placing the selection in an electronic duffing cart) and "cheeking out" via any of a number 
of well known systems for doing such. In yet another example, presenting a TKU-based 
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services card to a merchant for purchase and activation comprises requesting service access 
via a telephone operator oi TRU. 

■002UJ At Mock 104, the .nucha* enters traction infinnarion relating to the service 
reonested by Ate customer into e POS. The nanaactton informanon may be a TRU-based 
seMces access notnber, v,hieam.yb. anynnmbetnta.nniq3.ely identiftes the aemeetobe 
provided to this specific customer. The TRU-based service access nntnber may be a union, 
nnmber on a physical «rd fta. ft. coflomer pmaem* to the merchant In «h« embodnnena, 
.he transaction bfonnadon eompri«e a prrrfucr SKU# mat mpreaenu the eervme ft. 
corner ia requests. Thi. example will be described more fully immediately below. 
,0011] In Una specific example, a customer quests one monft of voice matt access from a 
,„hov in a *ocery atom. The attend*., looks in a SKU# book and finda a Wing of 

Kvcral TOU . bat ,d service* available for purely by cnasom^a. In ft. "TRU Voice Mat! 
sectfon, fte anendant se.ee*. "30 days" from a Us. of leveU of access. Ofter level* may 
Mude.for.xsmple.Wdaya, .2 year. 50 mesaegea, and ft. hke. Theanendamften^ 
,h. nniou. SKU* for 30 days of TRU »uice m»l into ft. POS. In ..he, eaamples. fte SKW 
may represent the service test, voice mail) in which caee, fte POS may prompt the attendant 
„*«erm«levelofs^icebysel«tt^n.m.men«.M»yo.h«v aI iatto»sontt.isex«np.e 

are possible. 

,0022] The information maybe entered into the POS in any of a number uf ways. If the 
-eard-isaphysical object, then the card may be interfaced to the POS in any of a number of 
ways The card may be "swiped" through a reader, a bar code on the card may be scanned, 
the card may be placed in the vicinity of an KFTD reader, and the like. In one embodiment, 

merchant mayuseabar code reader to scan a SKU* m a SKU# book such as m the 
specific example described in detail above. 

10023] In some embodiments, the transaction information entered by the customer also 
includes payment information. For example, if a customer is purchasing a gift card tor 
aeecssing a TRU-based services and is paying using a credit card, then the transacts may 
comprise first swipmg the gift card, then swipmg the customer's credit card. These skilled in 
me art will recognize, many variations on this example mHght of the teachings herem^ 

, ,0024] Once the transaction infbnnauonis entered into the POS, the POS sends the 
^ a euonintormanontoahostcomputersystematbloekl06. If the transaction 
information contained a unique TRU-baacd services access numher, then the host confirms 
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the validity of the number. If the transaction information contained only a generic SKU#, 
then the host computer system may generate a unique access number for the customer. This 
may include both an access number and a key number (e.g., password) to be U8ed by the 
customer in combination with the access number to obtain the service. 
5 [0<T51 If the transaction information included a number requiring validation, the host 
computer returns verification ofvalidityal block 108. At block 110, the merchant accepts 
payment for the service, then confirms to the POS that the payment was received at bloc* 
. 1 12. At block 1 1 4, the host computer confirms activation of the card and stores data that 

indicates The card as being active. 
10 10026) A SSU trtprevi^ly,W^104,10«,108.U2.™llWm.yb«™d»«<l«».™o. 

process whereto the merest .wipe* . card end UmOm M ft. customer has tended 
payment («*, in cash). There after, the host computer «wms confirmation of activation. 
Many other such examples arc possible. 

100271 In some embodiments, confirming activation of the card may comprise sending a 
1, unique access number and password to the POS. The PUS then may be used lu print a rece.pt 
with the access information. In other embodiment,, the POS may print an access card. The 
access card may be any of the previously mentioned aceess cards. In some embodiments, the 
activation process is completed in real time or near real time, thus allowing the customer to 
instantly access the service. In some embodiment,, activation in real time means mstantly 
20 (e.g., within about 5 seconds), near instantly, and/or with no pre-programmed or intentional 
delays. 

(0028] If the customer is acquiring TRU-based services through an ecommerce merchant, 
catalog mail order operator. TRU. or d,c like, then the access information may be provided in 
any of a number of ways. In some examples, the merchant mails a physical card to the 

25 customer. In other embodiments, an operator or TRU provides the access infonnaUon to the 
customer verbally. In still other embodiments, the access information is displayed on the 
customer's compuier screen. Other examples are possible, and one does not neccssanly 
preempt the other. For example, if the customer orders a card on line (e.g.. via the Internet or 
World Wide Web), the access information may be displayed for The customer while the card 

30 is mailed, 

[00291 Havins described a method of activating a TNJ-based se,vic« access card, 
attention is direccd «o Fig. 2, wtoch tihKint.es a metood 200 of using a and » access TRU- 
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based services. At block 202, the customer contacts the TRU. Hie customer may contact the 
TRU by telephone, computer, FDA, or the like. At block 204, the customer enters hie access 
information. In some embodiments, this comprises entciing information via a keypad. In 
other embodiments, this comprises using a reader (*.*., a magnetic stripe reader) to read 
information from the card. Tn other examples, this comprises doing a combination of things 
such as reading information from the card followed by keying in additional access 
information, such as via a keypad. Oilier camples arc possible. In some embodiments, the 
customer may speak the information. 

(0030] At block 206, the TRU sends verification information to the host computer system. 
The verification information may comprise the unique identifier given to the customer, the 
access number on the card, or the like. The verification information also may include the 
customer's password, if used. 

[0031] At block 208, the host computer system accesses its stored information to determine 
if the verification information relates to a valid card. The host computer system responds to 
the TRU system at block 210. If the card is valid and active, the TRU allows the customer to 
access the TRU-baaed services at block 212. If not, the TRU may allow the customer to 
activate the services at block 214. Otherwise, the TRU may simply deny the customer access 
at block 216. 

[0032) Thereafter, the TRU and host computer system may cooperate to keep track of the 
vomer's balance. This may be accomplished in a number of ways. For example, the 
customer may have purchased a finite number of calls, a finite number of minutes, and/nr a 
finite access period. In either case, the TRU may send information to the host computer 
system that allows the host computer system to appropriately adjust the customer's balance. 
The host computer system then may use this information in the future to determine whether 
the customer should be given access to the service. Keeping track of the customer's 
declining balance is reflected as block 218 in Fig. 2. 

[00331 Having described methods for activating and using TKU-based services access 
cards auention is directed to Fig. 3. which illustrates one exemplary embodiment of a system 
300 for activating and validating TRU-based services cards. The system 300 includes a host 
computer system 302 and a network 304. The host computer system 302 may include, for 
example, server computers, personal computers, workstations, web severs, and/or other 
suitable computing devices. The host computer system 302 includes application software 
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' that programs the host computer system 302 to perform one or more functions according to 
the present invention. For example, application software resident on the host computer 
system 302 may program the host computer system 302 to activate TRU-based services 
access cards and thereafter confirm the validity of such cards to an TRU. The host computer 

5 system 302 may include one or more of the aforementioned computing devices, as well as 
storage devices such as databases, disk drives, optical drives, and the like. The storage 
devices may include solid state memory, such as RAM, ROM, PROM, and the like, magnetic 
memory, such as disc drives, tape storage, and the like, and/or optical memory, such as 
DVD. The host computer system 302 may be fully located within a single facility or 

1 0 distributed geographically, in which case an internal network may be used to integrate the 
host computer system 302. Many other examples are possible and apparent tu those skilled in 
the art in light of this disclosure. 

[0034] The network 304 may be the Internet, an intranet, a wide aiea network (WAN), a 
local area network (LAN), a virtual private network, any combination of the foregoing, or the 

15 like. The network 304 may include both wired and wireless connections, including optical 
links. Tn some embodiments, the network 304 comprises a transaction processing network. 
The network may comprise partitions of the Public Switched Telephone Network (PSTN). 
Through the nelwoik 304, POS devices communicote with the host computer system 302, the 
host computer system communicates with the TRU, and customers communicate with the 

20 TRU. In other embodiments, different networks may be used for each of the foregoing. 

100351 The system 300 also includes one or more Point-of-Sale (POS) devices 306. POS 
devices arc more fully described in previously-incorporated U.S. Patent No. 6,547, 1 32. 
Essentially, POS devices are terminals for receiving information and sending the information 
to a host computer system. For example, a POS may receive TRU-based services access card 

25 activation information by caphmng it from a card using a reader integral to oi associated with 
the POS. A POS also may receive information from an attendant or customer via a keypad, 
keyboard, and/or other input device. Other examples arc possible. POS devices typically are 
located at retail locations, but may be located in olhei locations that potential customers may 
frequent. In some embodiments, a POS 306-1 is located at a Drick & Mortar store front 

30 iocation, a POS 306-2 is located at a telephone sales location, and a POS 306-3 is located at 
an ecommerce location. 
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" [0036J The system 300 also includes a TRU 308. TRUs arc known in the art For 
example, U.S. Patent No. 5,179,585, which patent is entirely incorporated herein for all 
purposes, describes TRUs in greater detail. The TRU 308 may provide any of a variety of 
services to customers, including voice messaging, horoscopes, wagering, general advice, 
5 correspondence classes, books on tope via cell phone or other personal computer, and the 
like. 

[0037J Like the host computer system 302, the TRU 308 may include server computers, 
personal computers, workstations, web servers, and/or other suitable computing devices. The 
. TRU 308 may include application software that programs it to perform one or more functions 

10 according to the present invention. For example, application software resident on die TRU 
308 may program it to provide TRU-baseri services according to embodiments of the present 
invention. The TRU 308 may include one or more of the aforementioned computing devices, 
as weU as storage devices such as databases, disk drives, optical drives, and the like. The 
storage devices may include solid state memory, such as RAM, ROM, PROM, and the like, 

15 magnetic memory, such as disc drives, tape storage, and the like, and/or optical memory, 
such as DVD. The TRU 308 may be fully located within a single facility or distributed 
geographically, in which case an internal network may be used to integrate it. Many other 
examples are possible and apparent to those skilled in the art in light of this disclosure. 
10038] The system 300 also may include one or more TRU-based services access devices 

20 3 1 0 through which customers may access the TRU TRU-based services access devices 
include telephones, cell phones, PDAs, personal computers, and the like. Customers also 
may use the TRU-bascd services access devices to contact attendants at ecommerce business 
locations, telephone sales locations, and the like. 

[0039] Having described several embodiments, it will be recognized by those of skill in the 
25 art that various modifications, alternative convictions, and equivalents may be used without 
departing from the spirit of the invention. Additionally, a number of well known processes 
and elements have not been described in order to avoid unnecessarily obscuring the present 
invention. Accordingly, the ahove description should not be taken as limiting the scope of 
the invention, which is denned in the following claims. 
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